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Review by William Rampone 

  
Elam,	   Keir,	   ed.	   Twelfth	   Night.	   Arden	   Shakespeare	   Third	   Series.	  
London	  et	  al.:	  Arden	  Shakespeare,	  2008.	  427	  pages.	  
 
 

Keir Elam’s edition of Twelfth Night in the Arden 
Shakespeare’s Third Series is splendid in every way, the text 
certainly as sumptuous as all of the recently published editions, 
the introduction divided into useful topics beginning with the 
theatre history of the play. The play has enjoyed great popularity 
since the eighteenth century, currently receiving a great deal of 
critical attention because of the importance accorded sexuality and 
gender on the stage. The issue of cross-dressing accentuates these 
concerns in the play. In fact Keir Elam asserts that this comedy is 
“arguably the most successful of the four cross-dressing comedies” 
(2). Elam is helpful in providing excerpts of Shakespeare’s 
contemporary, John Manningham, who saw the play at Middle 
Temple in February of 1602 and whose comments focus on 
Malvolio; interestingly, King Charles I wrote the name of Malvolio 
in the margin of his 1632 Second Folio perhaps indicating his 
favorite character (5). 

Interpretations of this highly enigmatic text grow like Hydra’s 
heads. Even as early as John Draper’s 1950 production, directors 
have been concerned with the issue of social structure in Twelfth 
Night. Elam argues that Shakespeare’s audience would have been 
quite engaged with issues of social class while Stephen Greenblatt 
believes that the play does not function as a catharsis but rather 
provides a “decidedly erotic charge for the spectator” (10). However, 
Elam suggests that of all human desires “perhaps the strongest is 
cognitive desire, the yearning to know and to understand” (11).  

The letters “M.O.A.I.,” which Malvolio finds on a missive 
deliberately dropped by Maria in order to gull him, have generated 
quite a bit of criticism. Elam asserts that this play is a text “‘about’ 
interpretation, as well as a play that has received more than its 
share of interpretations” (15). By the same token the reference to 
Olivia’s c’s, her u’s, and her t’s has produced a spate of readings, 
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which have conjured up a bodily or erotic significance related to 
either female sexuality or Malvolio’s castration. 

The theme of twinning is also of significance in this play just 
as it is in The Comedy of Errors. One of Viola’s first concerns is 
with her brother, Sebastian, whom she believes is dead, and so she 
in turn decides to cross-dress as a means of keeping his memory 
alive. Elam goes so far as to suggest that Viola’s cross-dressing is 
not merely an imitation of Sebastian, “but his doppelanger” (26). 

Visuality is a significant concern in Twelfth Night in relation 
to twinning. Hence, allusions to emblems are prominent in this 
play. Elam makes a compelling point when he reminds readers 
that many of Shakespeare’s allusions come from Ovid, and these 
particular allusions “were illustrated and interpreted in the most 
prestigious Renaissance emblem book,” (33) Andrea Alciato’s Book 
of Emblems of 1531. He emphasizes the emblem of Arion on the 
dolphin’s back to which the sea captain refers regarding how 
Viola’s brother Sebastian was swimming. 

In stressing the significance of cross-dressing or 
transvestism in this play, Elam notes that Viola as the main 
transgressor of sartorial convention has received a great deal of 
critical attention. Jean Howard does not perceive Viola’s cross-
dressing as a serious threat to the sex/gender system because 
Viola maintains her feminine sensibility. It is rather her “social and 
financial independence” (49) that would cause a far greater threat 
to this society. Elam, however, perceives Viola’s cross-dressing as 
subversive of the sex/gender system because she “arouse[s] 
homoerotic passions in Olivia (since she is a woman) and in Orsino 
(since she is his male servant)” and Cesario “never gets around to 
putting on the ‘maiden’s weeds’ of which Viola divests herself at 
the beginning” (50). 

The theme of castration may cause even more dismay for 
some audience member. Cesario is supposed to be a eunuch, but 
this thematic concern is dropped fairly early in the play. Elam 
believes that Orsino comes close to questioning the sex of Cesario 
by asserting that he has the properties of a woman because of his 
voice (59); in many productions the figure of Viola/Cesario appears 
with shortened hair and a hat in order to take attention away from 
her hair. Elam thinks that Shakespeare may have referred to a 
castrato singer from sixteenth-century opera (59). Moreover, there 
may also be a kind of “financial emasculation” in the figure of Sir 
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Andrew Aguecheek concerning his impotence and infertility in 
relation to Maria’s “dry jest”; Elam even makes a comparison 
between Sir Andrew Aguecheek and Chaucer’s Pardoner, whose 
hair hung like flax on a distaff and who is sometimes believed to be 
the Summoner’s partner. Andrew Aguecheek, also, refuses to use 
his phallic sword in the duel with Cesario (60). Elam asserts that 
Malvolio is a eunuch (60). 

The sense of place is enormously important in Twelfth Night 
in that the action of the drama moves away from Orsino’s court 
and to Olivia’s. Elam believes that this shift away from Orsino’s 
court is significant in terms of power relations because Olivia is 
financially independent, possesses a sense of initiative, and 
functions as the center “of the play’s network of interpersonal 
exchanges” (69). As Elam points out, she is at once the object of 
desire for Orsino, Malvolio, and ostensibly Sir Andrew Aguecheek, 
who are prospective suitors while she desires Cesario/Sebastian. 
Olivia’s court is a locus of many activities; it is here that Malvolio 
and Sir Toby Belch lock horns regarding appropriate decorum not 
to mention the biting banter exchanged between Feste and 
Malvolio. Olivia’s court is also the locus of Sir Toby Belch’s wooing 
of Maria, Olivia’s lady-in-waiting. 

Elam makes a good point when he discusses the significance 
of social class in asserting,  
 

Twelfth	  Night	  is	  perhaps	  Shakespeare’s	  most	  class-‐conscious	  play,	  and	  at	  its	  
centre	   is	   the	   irresistible	   drive	   towards	   upward	   social	   mobility	   that	  
characterized	  early	  seventeenth	  century	  England	  (80).	  	  

 
Malvolio’s cultural fantasy of one day being married to Olivia is the 
most manifest example of this concern for social mobility, for he 
finds a love letter which he thinks has been written by Olivia for 
him. As Elam points outs, ironically, only Viola/Cesario and 
Sebastian marry into the nobility without this as their primary 
desire while Malvolio fails miserably. Maria, who pens the 
duplicitous billet-doux, however, achieves the social mobility she 
desires by marrying Sir Toby Belch. 

Some conjecture surrounding Twelfth Night concerns the 
legalisms that the characters use in the play. John Dover Wilson 
advanced the theory that the play had been written for an audience 
at the Inns of Court because of all of the jokes involving legal 
terms. Anthony Aldridge, a Middle Temple barrister, believes that 
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the play was written with particular lawyers in mind, but as Elam 
points out,  

 
It	  is	  indeed,	  like	  other	  Shakespearean	  plays,	  rich	  in	  legal	  allusions,	  but	  when	  
the	  law	  is	  invoked	  in	  Twelfth	  Night	  it	  is	  more	  often	  than	  not	  in	  the	  context	  of	  
legal	  transgressions,	  in	  keeping	  with	  the	  carnivalesque	  anarchy	  or	  ‘misrule’	  
that	  governs	  much	  of	  the	  comedy	  (95).	  
 
The early twentieth century saw two cutting-edge 

productions by Harley Granville Barker and Jacques Copeau, the 
most influential twentieth century production being by Barker in 
1912. The set was extraordinary in that it was comprised of twisted 
pillars in pink and a “Cubist backdrop of pink and green 
triangles”(103). Orsino was attired in a fantastic pink costume 
while Olivia wore a stern black one. There was a pink drop 
separating the rest of the space for Orsino’s palace while Olivia’s 
palace was indicated by “one cube, a one-step platform, a central 
recess, and two artificial shrubs” (103). The entire set was framed 
by white curtains. 

As early as 1974, the issue of sexuality was emphasized in 
Peter Gill’s production, but Lindsay Posner’s production in 2001 
was much more provocative than even Gill’s production. In this 
production Cesario is kissed by Olivia and fondled by Orsino. The 
most homoerotic moment came when Sebastian and Antonio were 
seen getting dressed on a double bed that has washed up on the 
shore. Finally, in a yet more provocative production by Declan 
Donnellan in 1986, Orsino was shown enthusiastically petting 
Cesario, and an obviously gay Antonio had a liaison with Feste at 
the end of the play (112). Tim Carroll’s 2002 anniversary 
production at the Middle Temple had an all-male cast. All of these 
male actors were quite convincing as women without resorting to 
campy behavior or falsetto voices (113). 

Not only does Elam provide a compendious history of both 
film and television productions, but he also provides a wonderful 
history of its stage productions and the permutations that each of 
the characters undergoes. Malvolio was apparently the protagonist 
in the play before Sir Toby Belch became the protagonist, but he 
regained that position in the first important eighteenth century 
production. Sir Toby Belch does not now enjoy the importance 
attributed to him in the eighteenth century. When Sir Laurence 
Olivier performed the role in 1937, his appearance was somewhat 
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overdone (130). Sir Toby’s sidekick, Sir Andrew Aguecheek, also 
provided no end of merriment for audiences. James Dodd’s 
memorable portrayal of Aguecheek in the 1771 Drury Lane 
production evinced a fool whose very thought process was 
telegraphed across his face. 

Ironically, the play’s hero, Orsino, has never wielded much 
stage presence. He is often represented as the stereotypical 
Petrarchan lover, and Elam notes the “staginess of his effusions in 
the opening scene” (138). In the most recent version produced by 
Trevor Nunn, Toby Stephens lies in a chaise with his eyes covered 
while holding a wounded arm in an exhausted and bored fashion. 
Perhaps the most extreme example of decadence is to be found in 
Gill’s 1974 production in which Orsino is caught fondling his page 
(138). 

This new edition of Twelfth Night in the Third Arden edition 
is really extraordinary from its coverage of stage history to its 
multiple appendices. No doubt this edition of Twelfth Night will set 
the standard for critical editions of this play for years to come. 

 
 

William Rampone 


